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We Baptists love water. On this baptism day for Beth Hill, wouldn’t you know that the assigned Scripture is another Baptist text about water!
There are so many water stories in the New Testament. John the Baptist baptized Jesus in the Jordan River. Jesus was often preaching by a lake. At times he was out in a boat. In today’s lesson he is walking on water! There must be some mysterious connection between water baptism and walking on water.
When we seek to follow Jesus, the first step in following him is to follow him into the water---the deep water of baptism and then at times into the deep water of suffering and conflict. But when we decide to follow Jesus, we first go to the water. 
As Christians we are seeking to imitate Jesus’ life in our life. That’s why we sing the hymn, "Lord, I want to be like Jesus…" If we want to be like Jesus, we want to be baptized as he was. If we want to be like Jesus, we see that if he feeds the hungry, we want to feed the hungry. If he heals the sick, we want to heal the sick. If Jesus walks on water, we may try to walk on water too. Madeleine L’Engle spoke of us and of Jesus when she wrote, "God is always calling on us to do the impossible." (L’Engle, p. 19, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art)
There is a story from the Zen Buddhism tradition about the disciple who thought he could improve his chances of enlightenment by seeking it on his own. So he bid farewell to his brothers in the monastery, took the ferry across the river, and went to live in a cave high in the hills all by himself. There he meditated nonstop for twenty-five years. At the end of that time, he emerged from the cave, stretched his arms above his head like a man waking from a long sleep, and made his way down to the river.
Without even pausing to test the temperature first, he stepped out on the water and proceeded to walk across the water toward the monastery he had left a quarter of a century ago. Two monks who were doing their laundry that morning saw him coming across the river.
"Who is that?" one of them asked. The other replied, "That is the old man who has spent twenty-five years meditating in a cave. Now look at him! He can walk on water
"What a pity," the first monk said. "The ferry only costs a quarter!" (from Barbara Brown Taylor, Bread of Angels, p. 119)
Unlike this monk, Peter did not spend twenty-five years preparing to walk on water. A ferry ride does indeed seem like a much simpler mode of transportation.
Why was Peter not able to walk on water? We’ve usually heard this story explained by Peter’s lack of faith. If Peter had just kept his eyes on Jesus, if he had had more faith, if he had trusted more, "his fear may not have sunk him." (Taylor, Bread of Angels, p. 120)
We could say that this is a story about fear. We get fearful when we don’t trust. When we can trust, we expand our capacities. We can make amazing accomplishments; we can do what we thought was impossible. Beth Hill was baptized today. The act of baptism, for all of us, is an expression of trust---trust in Jesus as Lord, trust in the way of life he lived, and trust in the process of baptism itself. When we stand in the baptismal waters and lean back, we are learning again to trust.
As he got ready to step on the water, Peter wanted to trust, but he was ambivalent. He doubted who Jesus was. His first sentence tells it all: "Jesus, if it is you, command me to walk to you on the water." "If it is you…" These sound like the words of the devil who appeared to Jesus in the wilderness: "If you are the Son of God…" Peter was skeptical toward Jesus, he doubted. His skepticism and doubt may have fed his fear. Like the old cartoon characters racing at full speed, out over the pond. But in the moment of fear, realizing that there’s water underneath, they come to a screaming halt and plunge into the water.
It may have been that Peter was trying to be a show-off. He may have wanted to be different from all the other disciples in the boat, to be one-up on the others. He may have wanted privileged treatment, to be exempt from the law of gravity. He may have wanted to be set apart from all the rest. "Make me the prima donna here. If you let me walk on water, Jesus, I will know you are the Lord, the Messiah."
It’s fascinating that we usually make a joke out of Peter trying to walk on water. When we see someone pushing the limits, we say, "Who do you think you are! Do you think you can walk on water?" Or we say, "Okay, you’re such hot stuff, let’s see you walk on water." As we try to understand this story of Peter effort to walk on water, we may see him as someone trying to be "hot stuff." But he got cooled off rather quickly.
We make jokes about this story. You may have also heard the joke about the two veteran fishermen who were out in their boat with a friend who was fishing with them for the first time. One of the fishermen gave a wink to his veteran friend and proceeded to get out of the boat and walk across the pond. The newcomer was aghast. "How could he do that?" The second veteran said to the goggle eyed friend, "Now watch this." Then he also got up and walked across the pond. As the two men stood on the shore, looking at their friend out in the boat, they said, "Do you think we should show him where the rocks are?"
There were no big rocks beneath Jesus’ feet. In the story Jesus is walking on the water, and he is coming toward the boat in which the disciples are seated. Peter gets out of the boat and starts walking toward Jesus, but then his fear overtakes him. He cries out, "Lord, save me." Jesus reaches out and grabs him. 
When the sea gave way beneath him and Jesus rescued him, Peter had no more doubt about who Jesus was and why he came. Peter knew that Jesus "was the Lord, the life saver." (Barbara Brown Taylor) Jesus was there to save Peter, and he threw him in the boat like a big fish. "You of little faith, why did you doubt?"
In essence Jesus is saying, "Peter, I was headed straight for you. I told you who I was. If you had sat tight just a few minutes more, I would have been sitting right next to you, and all the others, with no need for that circus stunt out on the water." (from Barbara B. Taylor)
I wonder if this final moment provides the key to the story. Madeleine L’Engle is right: God is always calling on us to do the impossible. But we may think the impossible is some kind of heroic, Olympian feat, balancing on a high wire or a balance beam or walking on water all by ourselves. But the impossible, in Jesus’ view, seems to be much more a matter of being a part of the group. Could it be that Jesus is saying, "Peter, get in the boat." The boat is the group, the mission group, the small group of baptized disciples, the church.
It is in this group, clustering around Jesus, where impossible things happen. The hungry get fed--by the group; the sick get healed—by the group; the violence gets stopped---by the group.
This past Friday a group of our Watts Street members left on a plane for Venezuela. There may have been some uneasiness in the group. They may have had some doubt about the validity of their mission to help build a church in the tiny village of Santa Cruz. But our little group of 8 people is not unlike the disciples in the boat with Jesus. They are rowing against a storm of poverty, neglect, unequal distribution of resources. Our group is taking a risk, getting out in the boat; but their goal is to follow Jesus, to join him in doing God’s work. 
They are not trying to walk on water; they are simply being faithful to the call to follow Jesus. In this case, they are building friendships with people whom Jesus called "the least of these" and helping these friends to build a church where they can worship and learn the stories of Jesus and how they apply to their lives.
On the other hand, here is Peter, always trying to draw attention to himself. He is impulsive and egocentric. Jesus seems to be trying to help him see that the real issue is not to grandstand his own individual glory, but to get in the boat with the group. The disciples in the boat may be the faithful ones here. They were not looking out for number one; they were simply looking and expecting Jesus to join them where they were. And that’s what happened. The miracle didn’t happen out on the water; it happened once Jesus got them all back in the boat, and they knew he was with them.
When that happens, when we disciples are together, rowing together, with Jesus in the boat with us, our capacity is increased. Our capacity for love, for peace, for compassion is multiplied. And some of us can go to Venezuela, and some to Walltown, and some to Russia, and some of us at the soup kitchen downtown, some in our health ministry, some in our Peace and Reconciliation mission, or our Habitat mission group.
God is always calling on us to do the impossible. When Jesus and his Spirit are with us, we catch a vision of the work to be done. And who knows? Maybe what we do for God will seem like nothing less than a miracle, maybe even like walking on water.
So may it be. Amen.
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